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DISCOVER THE MYSTERIOUS WORLD OF THE THRACIANS 



Bulgaria is situated in the southeast part of 
Europe, on the Balkan Peninsula. Here is 
the cradle of one of the most enigmatic and 
brilliant civilizations - that of the Thra- 
cians. A mystical people with magical cul- 
ture, which combines the vitality of wine 
with the cult of afterlife and the immortali- 
ty of the human soul. The Thracian god Or- 
pheus is known in the pantheon of many 
other peoples. The Thracians are co-cre- 
ators of the great Mycenaean culture, cele- 
brated in Homer's Iliad, and partners of the 
ancient Greeks at the creation of the world 
of Antiquity. 

The Kazanlak Valley, situated at the heart 
of Bulgaria, is one of the regions with most 
numerous and most significant signs of the 
grandeur of the Thracian civilization. The 
first big discovery here has been made in 



1944 - the Kazanlak Tomb. The frescoes of 
this tomb are part of the world heritage list 
of UNESCO. As a result of methodical 
archaeological works during the second half 
of the 20 th and at the beginning of the 21 st 
centuries, tens of Thracian tombs and sanc- 
tuaries have been studied in the region 
around Kazanlak, as well as the ancient 
capital of Seuthes III - Seuthopolis. A new 
and incredible world has been rediscovered 
for all of humanity. The findings continue 
to amaze us today with their intricacy, com- 
plexity of detail and depth of imagery. 
The Kazanlak area, so far famous only as 
the Valley of Roses, has now gained new 
fame - the Valley of the Thracian Rulers. 
People from all over the world pour in to 
touch a whole universe of incredible leg- 
ends, mystery and exquisiteness. 
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The first people on today's Bulgarian lands existed already 
some 100,000 years ago during the early Stone Age. The old- 
est processed gold in the world has been discovered in Bulgaria 
near the town of Varna, dating back to the 4 th millennium BC. 
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Inside the Svetitsata Mound 




The first unraided tomb has been discovered in the Malkata 
Mound near Shipka in 1992. 




Golyama Kosmatka Mound 





Sashova Mound 



The Thracian civilization is also celebrated by the Thracian- 
themed event every autumn. During the first weekend of 
September you can become witness to the magical rituals of the 
Thracians at the special shows, performances and exhibitions. 
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THE THRACIANS 



The population of today's Bulgarian lands, from 
the end of the Bronze Age onwards is known as 
Thracians. It is not confirmed yet whether they 
were local (autochthonous) inhabitants or whether 
they came later. The ancient Hellenes used to call 
the lands to the northeast of them Thrace. The 
Thracians were a numerous, diverse people, 
inhabiting vast spaces from Dnieper and Dniester 
Rivers to the northeast to northwestern Asia 
Minor, whereby its centre was between the 
Carpathian Mountains and the Aegean Sea. There 
were Thracians also in Middle Greece, on the 
islands of Thasos, Samotraki, Lemnos, and 
Naksos. Some Thracian tribes settled in Asia 
Minor and gave the names of the regions there - 
Mysia, Phrygia, Dardania, Bithynia. 
We know about the Thracians from the Greek 
writers and historians, from archaeological exca- 
vations, from the epigraphical monuments (stone 
writings in Ancient Greek language and later in 
Latin), and the numismatics (coins from that 
time). 



The Thracians are mentioned for the first time in 
the Homer epos 'The Iliad' - they were allies of 
the Trojans in the Trojan War around 12 th centu- 
ry BC. According to the ancient Greek historian 
Herodotus - 5 century BC, the Thracians were 
the most numerous people on earth after the 
Indians and if they had been united under one 
ruler, they would have conquered the world. 
At the end of the first millennium BC, the eastern 
part of the Balkan Peninsula was inhabited by 
many Thracian tribes, which often used to fight 
among themselves. The map shows the main tribes 
and places where they lived. The Thracians were 
well-built tall people. Their hair was blonde or 
reddish, the skin white and the eyes blue. They had 
the habit of tattooing themselves. Besides decora- 
tive purpose, the tattoos also had religious mean- 
ing. 

Even the singers from Homer's age sang about the 
great fertility of the Thracian lands. Thick forests 
covered vast spaces while in the earth's womb 
there was gold, silver, copper, iron, etc. The 
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Silver statuette of a 
Thracian horseman, part 
of the Treasure of 
Letnishko 
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1200 - 600 BC 



The Thracian settlements were 
situated primarily in valleys, 
close to rivers or lakes 
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Thracians were primarily agricultural producers. 
Some mountainous tribes at the Rhodope 
Mountains, Strandzha Mountain and Stara 
Planina Mountains were occupied mainly with ore 
extraction and metal processing; they traded with 
timber and coal. 
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AGRICULTURE, CRAFTS AND TRADE 



The Thracians were very good farmers. They pro- 
duced wheat, rye, barley and millet out of which 
they made beer. Today we know the Thracian 
word for rye - briza. They started making iron 
ploughs which increased their yields. They also 
grew hemp and flax which they processed at their 
homes. The vine-growing and wine-making were 
popular primarily in Southern Thrace. The heav- 
enly wine of the Thracian king Maron was praised 
in "The Odyssey". The Greeks related their god of 
wine and jubilation Dionysus to the Thracians. 
The Thracians grew fruits and vegetables, espe- 
cially onion and garlic. That is why the Greek 
authors used to refer to them as "garlic-eaters". 
The ancient Thracians were famous as experien- 
ced apiarists as they produced a lot of honey and 
bees wax. 

Homer himself called Thrace "mother of sheep" 
and "land of strong-legged cattle". The Thracians 
were famous as great horse-breeders too. They 
traded with cured and smoked meats, cattle and 
game hides. 




Coins showing a basket 
of fruits and a grapes 
cluster 




CRAFTS 

In 8 th - 6 th century BC iron replaced bronze at 
the production of labour tools and weapons. 
There were specialised centres where the 
Thracians made objects for the aristocracy - 
weaponry, exquisite pots and luxury female jew- 
ellery. These objects were indeed works of art 
because of their fine make and rich decoration. 
Elaborate techniques were used for their mak- 
ing. The gold and the silver were cast in special 
forms or were pounded onto negative matrices. 
The Thracians were skilled at filigree and granu- 
lation. 



A great part of the ceramics was home-made by 
the women. The pots were made primarily by 
hand and hence they were quite crude. Yet in spe- 
cial workshops there were pottery wheels which 
produced exquisite ceramics. Construction build- 
ing was also quite advanced. The domes and the 
two-sided roofs of the Thracian tombs were built 
using stone and bricks. 




Bronze matrix for the casting 
of jewellery made of noble 
metals 
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TRADE 

Gradually the market-places and fairs emerged as 
special venues for trade. The well-developed road 
network connected the areas of produce with the 
outlet trading centres on the Black Sea and Aegean 
Sea coasts. At first the stocks were exchanged for 
other stocks - the so called barter exchange. From 
the end of the 6 th century BC the exchange for 
money started to gradually take over - to pay for 



stocks with money (coins). The earliest money was 
in the form of small double-edged axes with a hole 
through which they put a thread and the points of 
arrows. The real Thracian coin-minting started at 
the end of the 6 th century BC along the lower 
stream of the Struma River. The Thracian kings of 
the 5 century BC onwards minted their own coins, 
made of bronze and seldom made of silver. In 
trade, however, primarily Greek coins were used. 



* 



Double-edged axes, 
made of copper, used as 
a form of exchange unit 
before coinage 





GREEK COLONIZATION 



An important moment of the history of our lands 
is the creation of Greek towns along the Thracian 
coast. The spread of Greek people had started 
already during the Bronze Age, around 1200 years 
BC. The Trojan War, the sail of the Argonauts in 
distant Colhis to find the Golden Fleece and 
Odysseus's adventures are poetic descriptions of 
the Greek conquest of new lands. 
The first agrarian-artisan and trade-transit settle- 
ments emerged along the Aegean Sea coast of 
Thrace. Most famous and rich of those were 
Abdera, Maronea and Enos. The legends tell that 
Abdera was founded by Heracles at the site where 
his favourite horse Abder was torn apart by the 
horses of the Thracian king Diomedus. 
Most of the colonies along the Black Sea coast 
were founded by settlers from the big and rich 
town Millet. Before their rivals, as early as 8 - 6 
century BC, they managed to build towns at some 
of the most convenient sites. They built succes- 
sively Histria at Danube's mouth, Tomi (now 



Konstanca), Krunoi, later called Dionyssopolis 
(today's Balchik), Odessus (now Varna), and 
Pontian Apollonia (now Sozopol). Settlers from 
Megara founded Kalatis (Mangalia) and 
Messembria (Nesebar). 

The majority of the Hellenic colonies were built 
over the sites of old Thracian towns or close to 
them. Those towns were not much different from 
the Greek. The squares had magnificent architec- 
ture, in the palestras (ancient stadiums) the youth 
practiced sport to train themselves to be agile and 
strong, at the gymnasiums they studied, at the 
bulevteriums there were meetings of the Council 
and the spacious temples accepted worshippers. 
New ports were built and equipped. 
The colonizers traded with the local Thracian 
population. The Greek settlers received foods, 
hides, fish, honey and slaves in exchange for coins, 
artisan products, ceramics and luxury objects. 
However, sometimes there were armed conflicts, 
as in Histria and Amphipolis. The wealthy 



MAP OF THE GREEK 
COLONIES ALONG 
THE THRACIAN COAST 
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800 - 600 BC 






A silver coin, minted in 
Apollonia. On the one side 
there is an image of Apollo's 
head, while the other side 
features the symbol of the 
town - an anchor, the letter 
A and a crab 



Thracians knew the Greek luxury; they envied it 
and strived to possess it. Thus, the Greek colonies 
had an impact over the economic life, the public 
development and the culture of the Thracian 
tribes. The Thracians also had an impact over the 
settlers - some of their cults and gods were adopt- 
ed in the pantheon of the Hellenic colonizers. 

HOW DO WE KNOW? 

The Greek colonies were small-numbered. For 
example, Apollonia at the time of its peak barely 
had about 3,000 free citizens. This is confirmed by 
the interesting information of the wartime author 
Eneus of 4 century BC about the gates of the for- 
tified walls of Apollonia. They were closed by 
means of a big hammer, whose blows could be 
heard throughout the entire town. 



Such amphoras contained 
olive oil 



The colonies looked a lot like 
the ancient Greek towns 




THE ODRYSSIAN KINGDOM 



The first small state unifications of Thracian tribes 
came to exist at the end of the 2 nd millennium BC 
in the southern part of the Balkan Peninsula: 
Paionia (Paeonia) - at the lower stream of the 
Vardar River where most of the Thracian rulers 
fighting at Troy came from; the region of the 
Kikons between the Mesta River and the Maritsa 
River; southwest Thrace - to the east of Maritsa. 
Later the Bessi tribe had a political union; the 
state of the Dollonks headed by Milthiad the Old 
and at the Getae tribe in northeast Thrace. 
Such unions were headed by a ruler (a king). He 
was first and foremost a priest who concentrated 
in his hands the political and the military power. 
And the power was unrestricted and usually 
hereditary. The Thracian kings had their council 
of close people. The Greek sources tell about 
paradynasts - collateral rulers. 
The biggest and the most durable state union was 
the Odryssian kingdom, situated in southeast 
Thrace. It had no permanent centre. The king and 




This statue most likely depicts 
a Thracian ruler 



The Map shows 
the Odryssian Kingdom 
during the reigns of Teres, 
Sparadok and Sitalkes 




A silver coin 
of the Thracian 
ruler Sparadok 



Approximate territory of the Odryssian Kingdom during the rule of Teres ^C^ 
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500 - 359 BC 



A Thracian ruler 
receives Scythian 
messenger 



his close people moved to different residences and 
fortifications. 

The first known Odryssian ruler is Teres. He made 
an agreement with the Scythians who lived to the 
north of the Danube. The agreement was consoli- 
dated by a marriage between his daughter and the 
Scythian king Aria. He was succeeded by his son 
Sparadok who became known by the coins which 
he minted. 

The next Odryssian king was Sitalkes - also son of 
Teres. He united most of the Thracian tribes. 
Their country stretched from the Danube to the 
Aegean Sea and from Struma River to the Black 



Sea. In 429 BC Sitalkes invaded Macedonia and 
Halkidiki with an army of 150,000. Impressed by 
the numerous army, the antique writer Aris- 
tophanes compared it to a "cloud of locusts". 
Through this invasion Sitalkes wanted to consoli- 
date the positions of the Odryssian Kingdom to 
the southeast. His successor Seuthes I undertook 
an invasion to the southeast toward the Gallipoli 
Peninsula. The revenues in the Odryssian treasury 
reached 400 tallants (1 tallant = 27 kg) of gold 
and silver and the same amount in gifts. 
At the next ruler - Medoc, or Amadoc, internal 
political skirmishes began to take place. 
Nevertheless, the Odryssian Kingdom still main- 
tained its authority - the Strategos of Athens con- 
firmed the right of Medoc to be the only one to 
collect the taxes from the seaside towns with an 
agreement from 389/388 BC. 
In 383/382 BC after a palace coup, Hebryzelmis 
was dethroned and the power was seized by the 
energetic Cotys I. Initially he maintained friendly 
relations with Athens and even received hon- 
ourable Athenian citizenship. But after he started 
defending the positions of the Odryssian state in 
the southeast and the southwest parts of the 
Balkan Peninsula, their interests conflicted and he 
was killed by the Athenians around 359 BC. 



MAJOR DATES 


480/460 - 440 BC 


- Rule 




of Teres 


middle of 5 th centry BC 


- Rule 




of Sparadok 


440 - 424 BC 


- Rule 




of Sitalkes 


424 - around 405 BC 


- Rule 




of Seuthes I 


around 405 - 386/385 BC 


- Rule 




of Medoc 


386/385 - 383/382 BC 


- Rule 




of Hebryzelmis 


383/382 - 359 BC 


- Rule 




of Cotys I 
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THRACE DURING THE HELLENISTIC AGE 



At the end of the 4 th century BC the Odryssian 
state was torn apart by the rulers Kersobleptes, 
Amadoc and Teres. The strongest state on the 
Balkans became the Macedonian Kingdom, ruled 
Philip II. Taking advantage of the skirmishes in 
^hrace and the weakening of the Hellenic countries 
the Peloponnesus War, he conquered Thessaly 
>rthern Greece) and in 352/351 BC he undertook 
first invasion into Thrace. He was joined by 
ladoc. Kersobleptes was forced to agree to 
[ce by giving one of his sons as a guarantee, 
[ip II was not certain about his newly con- 
ledjands. In 339 BC he undertook a success- 




ful invasion against the Scythians in union with 
the Getae king Kotela. The Macedons acquired 
great loot - 20,000 women and children and 
20,000 well-bred mares. However, in the lands of 
the Thracian tribe Triballi, most likely in one of 
the mountain passes, he suffered a defeat - Philip 
II "was hurt in the thigh and the horse underneath 
him was killed". The rich booty remained proper- 
ty of the Triballi. 

Even though the government of Thrace was 
assumed by a Macedonian strategos and several 
military settlements were founded, such as 
Philippopolis (today's Plovdiv), Beroe (today's 
Stara Zagora), Kabile (near today's Yambol), etc., 
the Macedonian rule was not permanently estab- 
lished. That is why in the spring of 335 BC Philip 
IPs heir - Alexander the Great - undertook a 
retaliatory campaign against the Triballi and the 
Gaeti. In the campaign against the Gaeti, 
Alexander transferred 4,000 infantry soldiers and 
1,500 cavalry horsemen over the Danube by 
means of naval ships, many wooden boats, confis- 
cated from the local people and leather skins, 
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359 - 200 BC 



stuffed with straw. The Gaeti, however, managed 
to spread out in the steppe. 
The main task of the Macedonians was to control 
the southern coast of Thrace and its proximity 
area. In 329/328 BC, during an unsuccessful cam- 
paign against the Scythians, the Macedonian gov- 
ernor of Thrace was killed. This was a sign for the 
Thracian tribe chiefs to start fighting. The most 
active were the Odryssians, headed by Seuthes III. 
He built a new capital which he named after him- 
self - Seuthopolis. 

After the death of Alexander the Great his huge 
empire was divided among his generals. Thrace 
was given to Lysimachus (323 BC). Seuthes III 
resisted his attempt to establish garrisons in 
Thrace, employing 20,000 infantry men and 8,000 
cavalry horsemen. Lysimachus was forced to sat- 



HOW DO WE KNOW? 

We know about the first bat- 
tle of Alexander the Great 
with the Triballi from the 
description of Arian. The 
Triballi intercepted the 
Macedonian army in "the 
gorges and took positions on 
the peak of Haemus {Stara 
Planina Mountain)." 




They "gathered carts in front 
of them and thought to roll 
them down the steep slopes" 
against the enemy. Only the 
quick reaction of the great 
military commander saved 
the Macedonian army. When 
the carts started rolling with 
great thunder, Alexander 
commanded his warriors to 
kneel and cover their heads 
and backs with their shields. 
The carts rolled over the 
strong shields without hurt- 
ing the soldiers. 



isfy himself with real authority only at the Black 
Sea coast. But in 313 BC the seaside towns of 
Kalatis and Histria rebelled and chased away the 
Macedonian garrisons in union with the Thracians 
and the Scythians. Lysimachus managed to defeat 
the rebels, supported by Seuthes III, and restored 
his power. 

Macedonia did not manage to establish itself per- 
manently in the eastern part of the Balkans yet the 
long wars led Thrace into an economic and polit- 
ical decline. Thrace could not resist the invasion 
of the Celts. They ravaged the Thracian lands and 
founded their own kingdom in 278 BC with capi- 
tal Tille (near Kazanlak) which existed until 
212/211 BC when it was destroyed by the Thra- 
cians. 



The armour 

of the Celtic warriors 






MAJOR DATES 


352/351 BC 


- First campaign of Philip II in Thrace 


339 BC 


- Philip II earns victory over Thrace 


334 BC 


- campaigns of Alexander the Great in Thrace 


323 - 311 BC 


- Rule of Seuthes III 


323 BC 


- Lysimachus becomes ruler of Thrace 


313 BC 


- Revolt of the Black Sea towns, 




supported by Seuthes III, against Lysimachus 


287 - 212/211 BC 


- Celtic Kingdom 
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THE THRACIAN TOWNS, SEUTHOPOLIS 



The Thracian towns were two types - open (or 
unprotected) and fortified. Most numerous were 
the villages. Usually, they comprised 10-15 houses 
each surrounded by a wooden fence. There was 
empty space in-between the yards. Xenophontus 
describes a fortified village - the houses were 
erected from wood and plastered with mud. 
Around them was the yard with the storehouses 
for food and the cattle. The whole building was 
protected by a high fence - wooden or made of 
stones. Such a village from the end of 5 th century 
to the end of 4 century BC was discovered by the 
archaeologists at the construction of Vinica 
Reservoir near Shumen. 

The population built primitive fortifications from 
unpolished stones without mortar along hills or 
unapproachable plateaus. The rough wall sur- 
rounded an undefined space as it was made 
according to the landscape of the area. Such for- 
tified places sheltered the population with all its 
mobile property at times of danger. 



The watchtowers and fortresses were planned with 
strategic objectives in mind. They were built far 
from the villages and had temporary or permanent 
armies guarding mountain passes, important 
roads and frontier zones. There were also aristo- 
cratic centres. The kings and the wealthy 
Thracians built for themselves well-fortified 
homes, called tyursisi (towers). Inside there were 
buildings with economic, military and cultural 
purpose. 

The archaeologists have also studied some of the 
typical towns - Kabile, Philippoupolis, etc. The 
best-studied town so far is Seuthopolis, founded 
by the Odryssian king Seuthes III in the middle of 
the 4 th century BC. Seuthopolis is situated on the 
left bank of the river Tonzos (Tundzha), not far 
from the village of Koprinka, on the bottom of 
today's Koprinka Reservoir near Kazanlak. It was 
situated on a plateau, surrounded by the river 
from three sides. It was also encircled by a 
fortress wall, 2 m wide and 890 m long. The town 




A two-storey house with a courtyard, belonging to a rich Thracian 



Plan of Seuthopolis 
and a bird's view of 
the town 



area comprised 5 hectares (50,000 sq m) and had 
been pre-planned. 

Every corner of the fortress used to have a tower. 
There were two gates. Two mutually perpendicu- 
lar streets led towards the inside of the town, 
crossing each other in the centre and forming a 
vast town square. All streets and the square were 
covered by pebbles. At the centre of the town 
there was an altar of Dionysus; there were also 
other cult buildings. The ruler's residence com- 
prised 4,500 sq m and was separated by a second 
stonewall. The building had two storeys. There 
were also a large meeting room and a cult hall 





A tablet with inscription in 
Greek discovered at the cult 
room of the palace in 
Seuthopolis - a contract 
between prominent representa- 
tives of the Thracian ruling 
aristocracy 



a* 





Seuthes III is the first 
Thracian ruler who minted 
coins with his image 



with a temple of the Great Thracian gods - the 
Karibi. There were cult hearths, decorated with 
geometric and plant figures. Such hearth-altars 
existed in the Mycenae palaces a thousand years 
earlier. The plastering of the walls was multi- 
coloured and resembled marble. 
The town streets formed regular residential quar- 
ters. The houses were built by stones, held 
together by mud. Upwards the construction was 
lighter - mud-brick walls and casework made of 
wood, filled with clay. Wide flat tiles or curved 
tiles were used for the roof. The houses were 
large with many rooms, situated around an inter- 
nal court. 

The population of Seuthopolis was engaged with 
agriculture, stock-breeding and fishing while 
crafts and trade were also developed in the town. 
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THE LIFESTYLE OF THE EMINENT THRACIANS 



The Thracian family was patriarchal and led by 
the man who had many wives, The Thracians used 
to buy off their women from their parents with 
money or property. According to the authors from 
Antiquity, the ruler's favorite wife was buried 
together with him. 

The women wore a garment similar to a dress, and 
a shirt, folded or cut around the neck. The men's 



In the Hellenistic age, 
the eminent Thracian 
women dressed like the 
rich Greek women 




clothing was suited for warrior riders. Both the 
male and female garments were often decorated 
by metal applications and golden buttons. 
Intricately made bronze or silver safety pins (fibu- 
la) were used for holding the garments together. 
The funereal costume of the prominent Thracians 
was especially opulent. It included gold and silver 
jewellery, golden wreaths, and for the men - pro- 
tective armor made of noble metal. 
The rulers and aristocrats organized rich festivi- 
ties and feasts whereby important diplomatic 
relations were established, political and military 
unions were formed as well as dynasty marriages. 
The exchange of expensive gifts was mandatory. 
The host himself used to break the bread, to tear 
the meat and to distribute them among the 
guests. The wine was served in horns and the 




ruler shared the same horn with the most promi- 
nent guests. At especially festive occasions, they 
used silver or golden sets, similar to the 
Rogozensko and Panagyursko treasures. The 
guests were entertained with music and dances. 



The eminent Thracians 
drank from exquisite 
golden or silver rhytons 
such as this one in the 
shape of a roe's head 





A silver statuette 
depicting hunting of 
a bear 




Only the wealthy Thracians had slaves whom 
they used as servants. 

According to Herodotus, among the Thracian 
aristocrats "to sit empty and to live off war and 
plunder is considered the best whereas to plough 
the land - the most shameful". Much of their 
time, when not at war, the nobility spent hunting. 
Very often, the ruler's honour was substantiated at 
the hunting. The funeral of the king and his wives 
was especially rich. They were laid in tombs 
carved out in rock under large mounds. Most like- 
ly, athletic contests and chariot race were orga- 
nized around the tombs. 




A silver knee-piece with 
golden applications and 
funereal mask-shield made 
of silver. The Thracian 
leaders were buried with 
such protective armour 



THE THRACIAN WARRIORS 



The Thracians were famous warriors. They 
appeared frightening for the ancient Hellenes 
because of their untraditionally organised army 
and their unusual way of combat - with many 
ambushes and tricks. Initially the army consisted 
primarily of volunteer corps, summoned only at 
times of war, while later permanent corps was cre- 
ated belonging to the ruler's court. 
Homer has noted the courage of the "closely fight- 
ing", i.e. experienced in closed proximity combat 
Moesians. "The horse-loving" Thracians were 
famous for their cavalry and their excellent skills 
with the sling. According to authors from 
Antiquity, even women took part in the battles. 
"The Triballi form four rows in the battles: the first 
one comprising the weak, the second one com- 
prising the strongest, the third one comprising the 
cavalry and the last one comprising women who 
stop the ones running away by cursing them." 
Most likely because of the typical Thracian belli- 
cosity the Antiquity literature relates the leg- 
endary Amazonians - i.e. women warriors - with 
Thrace and Scythia. 

The Thracian light mobile cavalry from Peltasti 
was especially effective in combat. Pelta was the 
term for the light shield shaped like a half-moon, 
made of leather stretched over a wooden frame. 
They also used an ellipse-like shield, cut out from 
both sides (in a shape of an 8) with metal applica- 
tions. The infantry wore a short and a long spear 
(to stab and to throw), a short sword and a knife. 
They fought either half-naked (from the waist 
upwards) or wearing a breastplate made of hard 

A Thracian lightly armoured 
horseman, depicted on an 
antique vase 



An ellipse-like 
shield 





linen fabric. After 4 th century BC, the Greeks 
copied this type of armour and created similar 
corps. 

The Thracians were also famous as horse-riding 
archers. They used long swords, worn on the 
shoulder, called rornfaia. The Thracian warriors 
also used a short sword - akinak - and a curved 
sword - mahaira. In the crusade of Siltalkes, 






Thracian protective 
armour - knee-pieces 
and breastplate 



whose army numbered more than 150,000 people, 
"most belligerent were the independent sword- 
carriers" - the Dii tribe from the Rhodope moun- 
tain. The protective armor was light and comfort- 
able. The ancient authors testify for leather and 
wooden helmets and for boots made of deerskin. 
During the classical age, the breastplates were 
'knitted' out of metal chains or made of metal 
plates. The Chalcis and the Athenian helmets were 
introduced. Most likely, the Thracian warriors 
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Thracian weapons - a short 
sword akinak, a bronze 
rapier of Mycenae type, a 
bronze sword romfaia, and 
an iron curved sword 
mahaira 



wore kneepads. The riding horses were lavishly 
decorated with silver or gold applications, placed 
along the leather straps of the reins. 
The fighting qualities of the Thracians made them 
preferred warriors in the armies of the most 
famous commanders. The 30,000 army of 
Alexander the Great included 7,000 Thracians in 
the infantry and 900 in the cavalry. Rome also 
recruited soldiers from Thrace - this fact is 
proved by the many inscriptions and military 
diplomas found throughout the Roman Empire. 
At the end of 2 nd century BC, the Emperor 
Septimius Severius recruited the Thracians for the 
elite praetorian cohorts. 




Helmets of the Phrygian 
and the Corinthian type 
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THRACE UNTIL THE END OF ANTIQUITY 



Already at the beginning of 2 nd century BC, the 
Roman slave-holding republic directed its attention 
to the Balkan Peninsula. In 188 BC, the Thracians 
faced the Roman legions for the first time, that 
were returning from Asia Minor to Italy. The local 
tribes - asti, keni, maduateni and corelli, attacked 
the Roman armies at Kipsela, while later they 
defeated them at the mouth of Maritsa River. 
The Odryssians, led by Bityuses, son of Cotys, 
joined the anti-Roman coalition, headed by the 
Macedonian state - thus creating a common 
Balkan front against the enemy. The Thracian 
armies fought with exceptional courage and skill, 
but Rome won and Bityuses was captured. Cotys 
arrived in Rome, heading a delegation, and was 
received and listened to favourably by the Senate. 
The captives were returned. This was the first time 
that diplomatic relations between the Thracians 
and Rome were established, whereby the bound- 
aries between Rome and the Odryssian state were 
drawn. 



The rich lands of Thrace attracted the Roman 
merchants and slave-owners with their agricultur- 
al products and the ability to provide slaves. The 
greatest revolt of slaves in Antiquity was led by 
Spartacus - a Thracian, most likely from the 
Maedi tribe. Between 55 and 48 BC in the north- 
western parts of the Balkan Peninsula rose the 
Gaeti Kingdom of Burebista. This energetic ruler, 
however, did not manage to unite the Thracian 
tribes south of Stara Planina Mountains in their 
strife against Rome. Taking advantage of the 
Roman skirmishes, the Odryssian ruler Raskupor 
declared himself a king of all Thrace and thus put 
the beginning of the Sapeian dynasty, the last in 
the history of independent Thrace, with its capi- 
tal Bizia in Strandzha Mountain (today in 
Turkey). In 15 BC, a big revolt of the Bessi tribe 
erupted in Thrace, headed by their priest Vologes. 
His aim was to retrieve the sanctuary of Dionysius 
in the Rhodope Mountain, given to the Romans by 
the Odryssians. Only in 13-11 BC did the Romans 
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The Thracian ruler Cotys in front of the Roman Senate 
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200 BC - 500 AD 



A depiction of a slave - 
a domestic servant, in the 
Silistra tomb. He is carrying 
the trousers and the shoes 
of his master 




A bronze coin 

of the Thracian ruler 

Remetalkes 



manage to liquidate the resistance employing cru- 
elties, Rome transferred the political power in 
Thrace to the dynasty of Bizia. Octavian Augustus 
cleverly turned those dynasties into his vassals, 
giving them authority over the lands to the north 
of Stara Planina Mountain, in order to protect 
the Danube boundary. The most prominent ruler 
was Remetalkes, who ruled together with his 
brother Raskupor. The vassal kingdom lasted 
until 45 AD when Thrace became a Roman 
province. 

The Romans introduced their slave-owning sys- 
tem and military/administrative structure to the 
conquered lands; they also improved the road net- 
work. Three major provinces were created - 



Moesia (northern Bulgaria), Thrace (the lands to 
the south of Stara Planina Mountains to the 
Aegean Sea) and Macedonia (the southwestern 
part of the peninsula). Towns of the Roman model 
were established around the camps of the Roman 
legions: Eskus (village of Gigen, near Pleven), 
Nove (near Svishtov), Dorostorum (Silistra), 
Abristus (near Razgrad), Nicopolis ad Istrum 
(near Nikyup, Veliko Turnovo). 
In 395 AD, the Roman Empire was divided into 
Eastern, with capital Constantinople (Istanbul) 
and Western, with capital Rome. The Eastern 
Roman Empire - Byzantium - continued to exist 
even after the takeover of Rome in 476. The lands 
of the Thracians were an important part of the 
Byzantine Empire and had a big political and eco- 
nomic importance for its capital Constantinople. 




The ancient Roman amphitheatre 
in Plovdiv 





MAJOR DATES 


188 BC 


- First clash of Thracians with Roman armies 


168 BC 


- Establishment of diplomatic relations between 




Rome and the Odryssian state 


55 - 48 BC 


- The Gaeti Kingdom of Burebista 


15 BC 


- The Bessi revolt headed by Vologes 


45 AD 


- Thrace became a Roman province 
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THE THRACIAN CULTURE 



THE THRACIAN LANGUAGE 

The Thracians did not have their own writing and 
they used the Greek alphabet. Several stone 
inscriptions with Greek letters in the Thracian lan- 
guage have been preserved. The ancient authors 
note the strangely sounding barbarian words (glosi). 
Thus, we learn around 150 Thracian words such as 
bria (town), zelas (wine), pityus (treasure), etc. 



A ring with an inscription 
in the Thracian language 




RELIGION, FUNEREAL TRADITIONS 

The Great Mother goddess reigned in the pan- 
theon of the Thracians. The different tribes called 
her with different names - Bendida, Zerynthia, 
etc. The Greeks likened her to some of their god- 
desses and called her Arthemida, Hekata, 
Aphrodite, etc. A young man - god of the dying 
and resurrecting nature - was her husband and 
son. We do not know his name either but in 
Southeastern Thrace he was called Zalmoxis. The 
solar and earthly beginnings were combined in the 
religious beliefs of the Thracians. Maybe this is 
why they dug out cliff platforms, niches and 



During the Roman age the Over 1,500 votive tablets 

master of the Thracian were discovered, depicting 

sky became the nameless him as a hunter 
horseman god - Heros 




tombs high in the mountains, facing to the south 
or to the east. 

The Thracians believed in immortality. Every four 
years, the Gaeti tribe sent to Zalmoxis a messen- 
ger to convey their pleads, chosen by means of 
drawing lots. "The sending is performed like this: 
purposefully chosen people hold three spears 
while others take the messenger by the arms and 
the legs, throw him up in the air and he falls on 
the spear points." 

This religious belief is reflected also in the funereal 
traditions. At the end of 2 nd and the beginning of 1 st 
millennium BC the deceased were laid in cliff tombs 
or in dolmeni - chambers of five non-processed 
stone platforms with a cut-out entrance. The burial 
under a mound is traditional for the Thracians, who 
later started building stone tombs around the mid- 
dle of 1 st millennium BC. A corridor usually led to 
the burial chamber (round, quadrangular or rectan- 
gular). There are chambers with dome-like, flat or 
two-sided roofs. The Thracians had a strongly 
developed cult for the dead, most importantly for 
the dead ruler who was comparable to a god after 
his death. That is why some of the tombs were also 
turned into sanctuaries. 



A Thracian beehive tomb. 
A part of the wall has been 
removed to reveal the inside. 
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A unique funeral was discov- 
ered in 1993 near Shipka - a 
stone tomb with a two-sided 
roof, decorated by exquisite 
paintings 




Plan and dissection 
of a tomb with 
false dome 




ART 

The Thracians were famous masters of metalwork. 
We judge for their skill by the funereal gifts: jew- 
ellery, applications, pottery made of noble metals. 
The rigid exquisite forms and the geometric deco- 
rations were characteristic for the early monu- 
ments, whose best example is the Treasure of 
Vulchitrun. Real and imaginary animals were also 
often depicted. A favourite scene was M a lion 
attacking a bull". In the middle of 1 st millennium 



BC the human image appeared as well - mainly in 
hunting scenes. 

THE THRACIANS AND THE GREEK RELIGION 
The Thracian culture and religion influenced the 
religious beliefs of the ancient Hellenes - many of 
their sanctuaries accepted the Thracian rituals. 
The God of wine and joy Dionysus, as well as the 
mythical singer Orpheus, are Thracians. The cult 
to Bendida was officially recognized by a decree in 
Athens in 430/429 BC. 
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A ritual golden vessel, 
part of the Vulchitrun 
Treasure 
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The best examples of Thracian 
paintings are preserved in the 
Kazanlak Tomb 



THE THRACIAN HERITAGE 



The invasions of Huns, Vandals, Goths, Slavs, 
Avars and Protobulgarians did not extinguish the 
tough Thracian tribe. Despite the mixture of many 
peoples, the Thracian cultural heritage left traces 
visible until nowadays. Remnants of the Thracian 
language can be detected even today in the names 
of big rivers, mountains and towns: Strimon - 
Struma River, Nestos - Mesta River, Tonzos - 
Tundzha River, Pulpudeva - Plovdiv, Messembria 
- Nessebar, etc. 

Many elements of the Thracian religion are inter- 
twined into Christianity, while some of them have 
been changed and have reached us in the form of 
a folklore tradition. Moments from the heathen 
traditions and rituals are preserved in the Christian 
calendar and the Bulgarian traditions. The 
Koukery dances, for example, have elements of the 
images and actions of the Dionysus festivals. 
The 'Nestinarstvo' dance (dancing on hot fire coals 
with bare feet), characteristic for the Strandzha 





Fragment of a Dionysus 
scene on a silver pitcher 



The Koukeri masks and 
games date back to heathen 
times 




The legendary Thracian 
singer Orpheus - an ele- 
ment of the decoration of 
an antique vase 
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Stone tablet depicting 
Heros - the Thracian 
horseman god and an 
icon depicting St. 
George - the Christian 
warrior-horseman 




region, has preserved the Thracian combination of 
earthly and solar beginnings. The dance over hot 
fire coals is a cult for the earthly sun - the fire. 
Many Christian churches are built over ancient 
sanctuaries. Even today, some traditions make 
people gather near springs, cliffs and caves, long 
honoured by the Thracians. In one village in the 
Strandzha region, on the day of the Holy Spirit 
they offer a sacrifice in front of a half-destroyed 
Thracian dolmen. The slaughtering of a pig for 
Christmas and a lamb for St. George's Day (May 
6) is also a remnant from ancient heathendom. 
Many of the features of the Thracian horseman 
god Heros are preserved in the icons of today's 
St. George. At the same time, in the image of St. 
Marina, the sister of St. Iliya, there is a certain 
resemblance with the Great mother-goddess. 
Thracian heathen elements are also found in the 
Bulgarian traditional celebration of Trifon 
Zarezan, Sirni Zagovezni, St. St. Konstantin and 




The head of a statue and 
part of the inside of the 
tomb near Sveshtari - some 
of the masterpieces of the 
Thracian builders 



Elena, Enyovden, etc. 

The Thracian material and spiritual culture is a 
result of independent development and resilient 
national spirit. The great skill of the Thracians in 
crafts, agriculture, building and art accelerated 
the development of the medieval Bulgarian state. 
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